CHAPTER   XXVI
HOME RULE AND PROTECTION
E AN WHILE 5 while the House of Commons discussed Irish
land and the grievances of publicans, the Cabinet was
divided on greater issues, and opinion in the country was
veering round towards the greatest reversal since the Reform
Bill. The Conservatives had been in office for nearly ten
years; not only were they rapidly losing the confidence of
the country, but they could not agree among themselves on
the main question of policy. Mr. Joseph Chamberlain, who,
by joining the Conservatives on the question of the Union
with Ireland, had inaugurated and then consolidated the
long period of Conservative supremacy, now, by his cam-
paign for Imperial preference, created a new line of division
in the parties which he had united ; indeed, the wound made
by that division, which made defeat at the next election
certain, has never entirely healed. Not for nothing had this
fearless man, with his penetrating and audacious mind,
presided over the Colonial Office for so many years. He
resigned office in 1903 to study the great question of Im-
perial economic unity, and to gather his strength for his
great campaign. His plan was none other than the reversal
of the policy of Free Trade upon which England had seemed
to thrive so wonderfully throughout a half century. But
Joseph Chamberlain saw even then that the tide had
turned : that foreign nations behind tariffs of their own
were able to keep out the British products, which had en-
joyed a monopoly so long, and he saw that by a strange irony
those foreign industries had themselves been developed by
British capital, while the great expanses of British territory
remained undeveloped. He saw the richest heritage of any
country in history divided, neglected, ignored. No wonder
he said almost at the outset that he was not afraid of food